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We're an online artist community sharing ways to create and sell art. Try one of our easy websites for artists or 
just browse around and enjoy! 


How to Paint Portraits from Photographs: A Step- 
by-Step Oil Paint Tutorial 


By Brandi Bowman in Art Tutorials > Painting Tutorials 
< Previously 

in this series 

< Previous article by date 


[> AdChoices Step Tutorial Step by Step 


I used to be intimidated by portrait painting. I could never get the colors right and I always felt like I ended up 
drawing with my paint rather than painting. 


I decided to tackle portrait painting head on, and and after a lot of practice, I now feel very comfortable painting 
portraits. Here are the steps I’ve developed to paint a successful portrait from a photo: 


1. Choose a photo with great highlights and shadows 


I like to take my own photos whenever possible so I have more control over the lighting. I prefer natural light 
either outside or using a window, but a spotlight or lamp will work well too. 
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hen you can’t take your own photograph, try to choose a photo with a range of 
value from light to dark. (This photo was not one of my own, but it was taken outside and had a good balance of 
value.) 


Pose your subject so there are some shadow areas on the face—this adds dimensionality to the painting. Don’t 
use a flash or you will lose all the good color and “flatten” out your subject 


Once I have my image I always crop it to the size of the canvas or panel that I’ll be painting on. In this case my 
panel is 6x6 inches, so I cropped my image to that size and printed in out for my reference. 


2. Sketch or trace the image onto your support 


If you aren’t comfortable drawing your portrait free hand, don’t be afraid to trace or use a projector to get your 
proportions correct. 


How To Draw A Face > 


7 Step Printable Cheat Sheet Download drawing-made-easy.com 
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In my own sketches, I like to mark where the shadows and highlights go as well. Think in shapes and not lines, 
and block in the basic shapes where the shadows and highlights will go. 


3. Lay out ONLY the colors you need for your palette 


I have found that the following five colors are all you need for most skin tones: french ultramarine, titantum 
white, alizarin crimson, yellow ochre, and burnt umber. 


I also like to use linseed oil to increase the flow of the paint. Pour a small amount into a plastic container and 
keep it close to your palette. I will dip a just a corner of my brush in it to help with mixing colors. Try not to use 
too much or your paint will get transparent. 


4. Start by painting the eyes 


I start my paintings by filling in the whites of the eyes first. It’s VERY important to realize that they are never 
pure white—there are always shadows and variations in the white part of the eye! 


In this case, I started with white and added a little ultramarine and umber. (I even dabbed some color onto the 
reference photo to make sure I was close.) 
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Once you’re done with the whites of the eyes, fill in the pupils. I left the highlight areas open on this one, but 
you don’t have to do that if you don’t want to. Highlights will be added at the end, and you can always layer 
paint over the top of paint to create them. 


Don’t get too hung up on the eyes—get the basics in and move on! 
5. Block in your shadows and darks 


I have found that blocking in the darks first helps me to get a feel for the shapes in the face. For this painting I 
started with crimson, yellow, umber and white. 
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Again, feel free to mix your color, then dab a little bit right onto your photo to make sure the colors are close. 
Skin tones will vary and they are never the same all over the face, so keep mixing and dabbing as you paint. 


6. Add midtone colors to the portrait 
You want to generally work from dark to light, so if your darks are in place, add your midtones. As you do, 


keep your eyes open for subtle changes in color around the face. For cooler tones, add mix a little ultramarine 
into your skin color to cool it down. For warmer tones, add yellow or crimson. 
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As you block in the midtones you will see planes of the face take shape. For this painting, I added the lips 
during this stage as well. Remember, lips are ALSO a skin tone, they are never just red! Mix and dab to be sure 
of color. 
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7. Paint the lightest colors on top 


Light tones should be your top layer. DON’T use plain white. The light areas of a face are always either a bit 
cool or a bit warm, so mix your paint accordingly. In this painting my light areas are pretty warm, so I mixed a 
peachy color with mostly crimson, yellow, umber and white. 
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When the lights are blocked in you should see a three-dimensional face take shape. Now comes the fun part! 
8. Add definition and details throughout the portrait 


Now that you have your basic values blocked in, start to play with the tones and make adjustments. Add darks 
and lights where needed, and always be thinking about ending up with a nice amount of contrast. 
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You can see where I added some dark mauve colors to define the eye area and deepen the creases near the 
mouth. I also added more color to the cheeks and lips (see image below) for more definition. 
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As you fill in various details, remember to keep painting the shapes of the face, not the lines. This is why it 
makes sense when we say “block in” a color, because you’re adding a shape at a time, not drawing around the 
shapes with paint. 
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Check your reference photo often, and when you see a difference between your painting and the photo, “fix” it 
with your paint. This is the most fun part of painting, because the subject almost seems to come alive in front of 
you! 


9. Add the basic colors for the hair and build up 


Again I like to start with the dark part of the hair first and layer up to the light areas. 
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As soon as you block in the dark of the hair you will notice where more color needs to be added in the face. In 
this case I needed to add some to the forehead, and the left side along the hairline and the neck. 


Next, fill in the rest of the hair. Brown hair can be tricky. Don’t just add white to burnt umber to get a light 
brown; it turns gray. (The more you can avoid using white or black to lighten or darken your colors, the more 
vibrant and realistic your painting will be.) 


I used umber and ultramarine for the darkest parts, umber and a little crimson for the midtone, and yellow, 
crimson and a little white for the lightest strands. 


10. Finish up with your highlights and tiniest details 


This is where you adjust the details and add highlights where the light touches the hair and reflects in the eyes. 
You only need a few highlights so don’t get carried away. 
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In this painting I added the light in the eyes, a bit on the right side of the nose and some light strands of hair. 
These little touches don’t take too much time, and they really help to finish the painting. 


11. Paint in your background 


In most of my portraits the backgrounds are minimal. I like to crop in pretty tight on my subject and block in a 
color to keep it simple. 


If you haven’t already painted it in, try to choose a color that doesn’t compete with your subject and add it 
around the portrait. If you block in a color and you don’t like it, just wipe it off and use another. In this case I 
used white and ultramarine. 


Like anything else, the more you practice the more you’ll learn about painting portraits and the better you’ll get, 
but I hope these tips will help along the way. 


Happy painting! 
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Saving money brightens your day :) 


Help share this post 
Or read the next article in the series, below. 


234 
C Like l 21K+ 


*Note: this post may contain affiliate links * 
How to Paint with Negative Space 


Every painting is composed of negative and positive space. We tend to "see" the positive space—the apple in a 
still life painting, the person in the portrait—but there's always more to a painting than that! 


Negative space is visually just as important as positive space, and it's the area around and in between your 
subject matter. Those little glimmers of light through the leaves of. . . read more 
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More related articles 


Using Notan as a Painting Strategy: A Step-by-step Painting Tutorial 


How to Paint a Wine Glass (or Any Clear Glass) Using Oil Paint 


How to Realistically Paint Colored Glass Wine Bottles Using Oil Paint 


Creating a “Limited Palette” Colored Pencil Portrait on Colored Paper (Part 2) 
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How to Draw a Long Haired Dog in Colored Pencil, Part 1 


Drawing a Long Haired Dog with Colored Pencils, Part 2 
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... Made easy 


If you're looking for something else. . . 


Search all of EE right her 


Love the Easel? 


Subscribe to our totally free weekly newsletter for artists. Sign up today! 
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foliotwist 


EE Writers 


If you'd like to write for EmptyEasel, let us know! 


We love publishing reader-submitted art tutorials, stories, and even reviews.Submit yours here! 
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